Know Your Opposition
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When your company, organization or client is in an adversarial position, or anticipating being in one, be sure you get to know everything you possibly can about your opposition.  Only when you do, will you be prepared to strategically implement your crisis communications plan.

In a political campaign this information gathering process is called opposition research.  

Here is some of the information you should know about your adversaries:

Who are the leaders?  Who will be the public spokespersons?  Do you have detailed biographies on them?  What is their philosophy?  Education?  Experience?  Positives and negatives?  Causes they advocate?  Books, papers and articles written?  Do you have key quotes?  Any contradictory quotes?   

What has been the experience of your opposition in the past in resolving conflicts?  Violent or non-violent?  How cooperative?  Strategies used?  In negotiation meetings, can they be trusted to not leak confidential information to the media?  Are they effective in using the media?  

Who are their friends in the media?  Who are your friends on this issue?  Where can you expect to see editorial support?  What media will support your opposition?  Will it be biased?  Have there been any editorials or opinion pieces pro or con your side of the issue?

List the organizations and individuals that can be expected to provide third-party support for your adversaries, complete with detailed information and biographies.  Who can be expected to speak out in their behalf and against you?

Document, footnote and reference the sources of all of your information.  If you do use any controversial information you can be sure that you will be challenged on its accuracy.

Comprehensive opposition research in critical in anticipating the wants and needs of your adversaries and determining their gives and takes.  Your need to put yourself in their shoes and think like them in order to anticipate their actions.

One of the gurus of nonviolent disruption was Chicago labor organizer Saul Alinsky.  His book, Rules for Radicals, was the bible used by college demonstrators in the 1960s.  Anyone planning a conflict strategy today can learn from Alinsky’s writings.  Alinsky is a “must read” for anyone trying to anticipate and understand their opposition.

Alinsky writes: “To know a people is to know their religion.  It is to know the values, objectives, customs, sanctions, and the taboos of these groups.  It is to know them not only in terms of their relationships and attitudes towards one another, but also in terms of what relationship all of them have toward the outside.”

General George Patton did his own opposition research.  He was an avid student of history and in learning everything he could about leaders of armed forces opposing him.  This is one reason he was such an excellent strategist and won.

When you don’t know everything you possibly can about your adversaries you are vulnerable to being caught off guard and blindsided.  Don’t let this happen.  Be prepared for the worst.

